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lucrative withal to himself and his corrupt entourage.
His supple fingers could by no stretch of imagination
have become a mailed fist.

The weakest point in the armour of Li's greatness
was undoubtedly his love of money. Sir Valentine
Chirol, who had excellent opportunities of studying
the man and his work on the spot, wrote in 1896 :

" That corruption on the largest and most unblushing
scale prevails among the friends and relatives who
form his social entourage and political supporters,
even his admirers do not deny ; and it is difficult to
believe that his own hands are clean, when he is known
to have amassed a colossal fortune, reputed by many
to be the largest possessed by any single individual
in the world, and certainly in China/3

We have seen how that corruption affected his
military administration and how his nepotism was
a directly contributory cause of the defeat of his navy
in 1894-95 : the facts are beyond dispute. In the
opinion of the two comparatively clean-handed Vice-
roys who were his contemporaries and critics-in-
ordinary (Chang Chih-tung and Liu KJun-yi), Li
Hung-chang's pecuniary relations with Tzu Hsi's
notoriously greedy Chief Eunuch were responsible
for a state of public corruption unequalled since the
days of Ch'ien Lung's multi-millionaire Grand Secre-
tary,1 Ho Shen. The Young China Press, indeed,
was fond of comparing Li to Ho Shen and of recalling
the fact that the latter owed his calamitous end to
his ill-gotten wealth and the cupidity it aroused in
others. The actual amount of Li's wealth was most
probably much exaggerated; it certainly ne^ffiT

1 Fide " Annals and Memoirs of the Court of Peking M (Heinemann, 1913).